

FIG. 1. Rohinsonella glahrifolia. Inflorescence and subtending leaf of Chiapan plant (above^ Breedlove 
58450) and of Guatemalan plant (below, Lundell & Contreras 19108). 
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inflorescence size is labile but the racenmose nature of the inflorescence, 
with paired flowers, is stable. This being so, a re-examination of these 
characters at the sectional level is needed, especially concerning the 
“intermediate” section Mirandella, with the lability of inflorescence size 
especially in mind. A reconsideration (and re-examination of inflorescences 
of R. mirandae Gomez-Pompa, the only species in section Mirandella) 
strongly indicates that R. mirandae be included in section Robinsonella, and 
therefore that section Mirandella be reduced to a synonym of section Rohin- 
sonella. Furthermore, we believe that R. glahrifolia is properly included in 
section Robinsonella, and not in section Grayella. 

Inflorescence length varies intraspecifically in R. glabrifolia and is there¬ 
fore not a useful character in distinguishing sections of the genus. The type 
of inflorescence (axillary panicle vs. axillary raceme), however, appears 
stable among the species. In further consideration of this question, a more 
detailed study of pubescence types and a search for additional supporting 
characters among the species of Robinsonella is desired. Because of its labile 
inflorescence development, R. glabrifolia clearly holds a pivotal position in 
a reconsideration of sectional characterization in Robinsonella, and it would 
be desirable to have additional collections of this species available, beyond 
those reported here, as a basis for such a study. 
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ABSTRACT 

After demonstrating that the binomial Gentiana alba Muhl. was not originally validly 
published, it is concluded that the correct name for this distinctive species is Genttana 
flavida A. Gray. 

After the barest suggestion by Gillett (1963, p. 5) together with 
Pringle’s fuller explanation (1965), there has developed an overwhelming 
consensus among botanists that Gentiana alba Muhl. is the correct scien¬ 
tific name of the gentian of the eastern United States whose vernacular 
name is allegedly the White, Pale or Yellowish Gentian. Pringle’s account 
indicated that Muhlenberg’s binomial is the name that species has been 
known by throughout most of its history until Porter (1899) proved to his 
own satisfaction at least that what had been passing as Gentiana alba Muhl. 
could not have been what Muhlenberg had in mind when he ever so briefly 
introduced this species since Muhlenberg’s species was thought by Porter 
to be unknown in eastern Pennsylvania, the area with which Muhlenberg 
had personal familiarity. Having apparently thoroughly discounted the 
claim of Gentiana alba Muhl., as the earliest correct name for this species 
Porter reverted to the binomial Gentiana flavida A. Gray, a name intro¬ 
duced by Gray in 1846 with some trepidation since he even then suspected 
the species he had collected in what is now West Virginia might well be 
Muhlenberg’s Gentiana alba. This suspicion grew into conviction and A. 
Gray by 1848 took up Muhlenberg’s name and the species was known as 
Gentiana alba Muhl. for most of the next half century or until Porter cast 
doubts on the application of the name at century’s end for the reason related 
above. Thereafter Gentiana flavida A. Gray has been the binomial by which 
the species was most frequently known (i.e. Fernald 1950 and Gleason 

1953) until Gillett (1963) and Pringle (1965) reversed the trend. 

Since Pringle’s paper almost all floras, checklists, revisions, and papers 
that have come to my attention have employed the name Gentiana alba 
Muhl. in preference to G. flavida A. Gray. Examples of these include 
Andrews & Cooperrider (1981), Barkley (1977), Baumgartner & 
Baumgartner (1987), Bolick (1986), Gillett (1963), Kartesz & Kartesz 
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(1980), Mason & litis (1965); Mohlenbrock (1975), Mohlenbrock & Ladd 
(1978), Pringle (1965 & 1967), Radford, Ahles & Bell (1968), Shetler & 
Skog (1978 where both names are listed), Strausbaugh & Core (1973) and 
Wood & Weaver (1982). Although listed as G. flavida A. Gray in such 
earlier basic regional floras as Fernald (1950), Gleason (1952) and Gleason 
and Cronquist (1963) the name has been more recently largely replaced in 
the botanical literature. Examination of the nomenclatural background 
and origins of both names does not in my opinion justify the wholesale 
stampede to abandon Gentiana flavida A. Gray which I believe is the 
correct binomial for this species. 

Gillett, as related by Pringle (1965), settled the matter to their satisfac¬ 
tion at least by disproving Porter’s principal objection that Muhlenberg 
was unlikely to be referring to the White Gentian as that species was not 
known to eastern Pennsylvania, the area most familiar to Muhlenberg. 
Gillett reported finding a specimen of G. alba so identified among the 
Muhlenberg specimens at PH which clearly demonstrated that 
Muhlenberg’s Gentiana alba was the species that Gray had originally 
renamed G. flavida although suspecting it might well prove to be G. alba. 

The more crucial question concerning Gentiana alba Muhl. is not 

whether it was the same as Gentiana flavida A. Gray but whether the 

binomial G. alba was validly published according to the requirement of the 

ICBN. Muhlenberg’s account (1813) of Gentiana from his Catalogue is 

reproduced below to demonstrate the form in which this meager checklist 
appeared. 
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To be validly published, Article 32 the ICBN requires that the “name of a 
taxon must ... be accompanied by a description or diagnosis or by a 
reference (direct or indirect) to a previously and effectively published 
description or diagnosis..Art 32.2 indicates that “A diagnosis of a taxon 
is a statement of that which in the opinion of its author distinguishes the 
taxon for others.” Although G. alba is the only species listed with a white 
corolla, I do not believe that the statement of corolla color being “alb.” 
constitutes a valid diagnosis nor do I think that the scholarly Muhlenberg 
meant it to be taken as the publication of a new species. A letter from 

Muhlenberg is quoted by Merrill & Hu (1949, p. 7) as stating that “My 
Catalogue . . . has no descriptions. . . ” Merrill & Hu (1949) concluded in 

the most detailed account of Muhlenberg’s work yet published “that all of 
the new names first published in Muhlenberg’s ‘Catalogus’ should be con- 
sidered as nomina nuda except in^jthose cases where explanatory synonyms 
are entered. It is true that from the very brief descriptive data included in 
the tabulation under the floral characters, together with the common 
names listed, and the data included under the habitat, together with 
certain descriptive specific names, shrewd guesses can be made as to what 
was intended by this or that entry. ” They did not nor do I think we should 
accept as validating diagnoses such brief notes as corolla “alb.,” in¬ 
florescence “long-spiked” together with the locality and time of flowering 
such as “Pens.fl.Aug.” as constituting valid publication. 

Although the shrewd guess of Asa Gray as to the identity of Gentiana 
alba Muhl. has been confirmed by the presence of a specimen of G. alba 
Muhl. in Muhlenberg’s collection now at PH, the fact remains that when 
originally published the name was not accompanied by either a description 
or a diagnosis. Gentiana alba Muhl. is an example of a nomen nudum or what 
some would call a nomen subnudum since there is some semblance of discrip- 
tion material. It consequently should not be taken up in place of the 
Gentiana flavida A. Gray (Amer. J. Sci. 11, 1:80. 1846) even though Asa 
Gray did just that. There were no codified regulations in Gray’s time as to 
what constituted valid publication but we now have the ICBN with its 
more precise specifications. Pringle’s declaration (1965, p. 45) that 
Muhlenberg’s description of G. alba was the earliest valid publication is 
not substantiated by examination of the original publication. 

In the soon-to-appear ICBN resulting from the fourteenth International 
Botanical Congress meeting in Berlin in 1987, it is made even clearer that 
names appearing in such works of Muhlenberg’s Catalogue are not validly 
published. The example chosen to clarify this sometimes debated issue is to 
appear as an example under Article 32.1. It is expected to read as follows: 


